
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Ekjut Retreat – Day 1 

 

We all gathered together from 9 locations near and far on our Day 1 of the Ekjut Retreat.  Many of us had 

come on a single bus on a mini-road trip, complete with communal singing, spontaneous lunchtime 

volleyball, as well as a bit of sightseeing through a beautiful region at the foot of the Dalma Range.  

 

The team selected the destination for its mango groves throughout the property, which provided natural 

shades and gathering places, not only for us but also for the massive choirs of birds we would wake up to 

each morning.  The site was also far enough away to allow us a break from the daily grind, but close 

enough to provide adequate accessibility to all.  

 

                  
 

The communal feeling continued right through the start of the retreat.  Instead of the conventional 

introductions and name tags, all of us broke off into pairs, then told the partner's "secret" skill or 

something little known about the partner on a blank name tag in pictures, with which the person would be 

identified for the duration of the retreat.  Much fun was had by all with colorful and creative drawings of 

each of our partner's skills.   Here are some examples!  The badges range from very concrete and practical 

to symbolic and abstract. 

 

Prathyush – the grill 

master and culinary master 

par excellence.  This photo 

(after the unfortunate rain) 

does not do justice to the 

excellent drawing. 

 

Hemant – who knew that our 

data guru is also a pianist?! 

 

Rajkumar – organizing and 

facilitating people to come 

together. 

 

 

Vikas – no explanation 

necessary, right? 



 

Prabas – Not so much as a skill, but what 

he stands for. 

 

 

Of course, community capacity building in rural public health, especially in the 

domain of maternal / newborn and childhood nutritional health, is what Ekjut is 

well-known for.  However, this activity was a fun way to uncover that we had even 

more skill sets that enrich our work life at Ekjut! 

 

Just as everyone was getting chummy discovering each other's secret skills, it was time to get 

competitive.  Our activity leader Rajkumar organized us into 6 teams for a spirited game of rope-pulling (!).  

A few strands of sturdy and brightly-colored ropes were tied together in a knot in the middle, and arranged 

into a 6-point star configuration.  Each point of the star had a team of 5 "pullers" - with the objective being 

the team that pulls the middle knot closest to them wins.  

 

As it turned out, brute force alone did not suffice for any one team to win this game (although that didn't 

stop some of us from trying...as our sore hands and backs attest).  We all quickly found ourselves 

focusing on beating one specific team instead of all 5 teams.  Then in a true "your enemy's enemy is my 

friend" fashion, we fell into the alliances of 3 teams against 3 teams, and eventually the game was won by 

one alliance of 3 teams pulling their weight together in unison.   

 

Now, there are so many lessons we can draw from this game, right?  With cooperation, it is possible for 

many teams to win together.  Also, always keep your eyes on the ball but come up for air, look around, 

and be aware of what else is going on! 

        
 

Now that we had worked up a healthy appetite with a bit of 

exercise, it was a perfect time for a break!  While some of us 

diligently prepared the Day 2 program, the rest of us 

enjoyed refreshments and got to know each other even 

better.  The soothing sound of the breeze coming through 

the mango groves provided a perfect, companionable 

backdrop as the evening turned to night.   

 

By the dinner time rolled around, we were all looking 

forward to the next day and what these uniquely talented 

team members have to say! 

  



Ekjut Retreat Day 2 

 

Ekjut Retreat Day 2 started with a little icebreaker song-and-dance exercise and map-making as a 

reminder of just how many different and diverse places the teams represented. It was a good way to get 

loosened up for what was to come.  

 

     
 

We once again paired up for what seemed to be an exercise in trust and cooperation, which we would 

need later in the presentation that followed.  One partner was seated and blind-folded, while the other 

partner stood behind to non-verbally "remote-control" and guide the seated partner to find the coin that 

was placed on another chair set in front of them.  Some were more successful than others! 

 

 
 

The same 13 pairs would present the 13 sets of the projects that Ekjut teams have been working 

on.  However, there was a trick.  The pairing was made in such a way that only one of the partners was 

directly involved and the project and created the presentation material.  However, it was the partner who 

was not at all involved in the project or the presentation material who had to present a summary and 

context of the project.  So, one partner acted as the Presenter, while the other partner acted as the Expert 

who coached the Presenter. 

 



As if that wasn't exciting enough, the Expert also had a separate challenge.  We would use this 

opportunity to practice the "Elevator Pitch" – to propose (pitch) the project concisely in the time it would 

take for a lift (elevator) to take the passengers from the ground floor up the building to the executive 

suite.  The idea is to be prepared to seize the opportunity such as when you share an elevator ride with a 

potential partner or donor or audience for your project.  How would you "pitch" or propose or sell your 

project in a compelling manner under such time constraint? 

 

But wait, there is more!  The Expert was given exactly...45 seconds for their Elevator Pitch, and just 45 

minutes to practice it for themselves and coach the Presenter on their project (after some howls of protest 

and haggling between the exercise leader Shibanand and the horrified Presenters and Experts who had to 

train them). 

 

You could cut the tension with a knife as the 45-second Elevator Pitch started.  However, the presenting 

pairs quickly discovered that everyone else was very supportive and rooting for them, and while the 45-

second rule was used as a baseline, the Experts were able to complete their pitch and the Presenter was 

able to provide an overview in full, regardless. 

 

The observers mostly held themselves to the promise to withhold corrections and comments while the 

teams were presenting under enormous time pressure, and one team actually came through with the pitch 

in exactly 45 seconds.  Others did not fare badly, and most teams came in at a little over 50 seconds.  The 

added drama of the Presenter/Expert scheme and the Elevator Pitch time constraints definitely made those 

of us who listened extra attentive and supportive!  The Expert and the Presenter were side-by-side, quite 

literally standing up for each other.  

 

See Arupa the Presenter does her best to do justice to Vikas’ project, while Vikas the Expert stands guard 

for moral support and mentally prepares for his Elevator Pitch. 

 

With enough practice, there is no doubt that everyone on the 

Ekjut team will be able to clear the Elevator Pitch of jargons 

to make it "grandma-friendly"; describe the problem and 

solution their projects define and entail; support their pitch 

with choice statistics; add a little color with anecdotes; and, 

most importantly, compel the audience with their pitch.  

 

"Never use two words when one will do." - Thomas Jefferson 

 

Of course, while the format of the presentations brought a bit 

of excitement and a lot of entertainment for all, the substance 

of the presentations was impressive in its range.   

 

The 13 presentations covered project areas including 

childhood nutrition and maternal/infant health, substance 

abuse, sanitation, homelessness, and more!  When we took a count of the number of languages in which 

the PLA sessions were conducted, the number came out to be at least 17. 

 

We would continue with the paired exercises that challenge our expectations of what is possible.  This 

time, the paired teams would compete with other teams in a challenge to put as many droplets of water 

using an eyedropper onto the surface of a single coin without spilling.  There was much cheering going on 

while one partner did the best they could to focus all of their attention and determination onto a tiny coin 

surface and even tinier droplets of water.  When one of the pairs managed to achieve a whopping 70 

droplets of water, everyone was cheering.  



 

 

               
 

At the beginning of the day and before the water droplet game, we had guessed perhaps a couple of 

presentations could fit in the allocated time, and maybe up to 10 droplets of water could fit onto the 

surface of a single coin.  We defied our own expectations and achieved almost ten times as much in either 

case.  

 

Now that we got excited about what we could do when we collectively put our focus and determination as 

a team, it was time to dig deep to contemplate what we can accomplish using the Appreciative Inquiry 

methodology.  We learned about the basic tenets and principles, and did our best to be mindful of these 

assumptions: 

 

1. In every situation something works 

2. What we focus on becomes our reality  

3. Reality is created in the moment and there are multiple realities 

4. The language we use shapes our reality 

5. The act of asking questions influences the outcome in some way 

6. People have more confidence going into the future (unknown) when they carry parts of the present 

(known) 

7. If we carry parts of the past into the future, they should be what are best about the past 

8. It is important to value differences 

 

With particular attention to our best shared past giving us the confidence to go into the future, the team 

reminisced about many episodes in which the Ekjut team spontaneously rose to the occasion and came 

together to care for those of us who were very ill or vulnerable or in dire need.  

 

In the true "Ekjut" spirit, we once again grouped ourselves into pairs for an exercise in Appreciative 

Inquiry, in our effort to discover: the time when each partner felt alive and effective while working on a 

team; the unique qualities about the partner based on that anecdote; and where each partner sees 



him/herself in 5 years.  Here are some photos of the appreciative inquiry sessions captured and the results, 

which were visually presented into a tree.  

 

     
 

 
 

In the spirit of Appreciative Inquiry, we didn't forget to take this opportunity to acknowledge and 

celebrate the successes we can take into the future.  After an impromptu primer on research methodology 

by Rajesh, we appropriately celebrated the Ekjut's WHO Public Health Champion award, given in 

recognition of the actionable research, and the rigor in methodologies that keeps us honest with each 

intervention in the communities we serve.   

 

This tree we created through the Appreciative Inquiry exercise will be a living document, and it will get 

us to the Dream Statement about our collective future with Ekjut.   

 



The Appreciative Inquiry method informs that dream statements must answer the following questions: 

 Is it provocative? 

 Is it bold and assertive? 

 Is it In the present tense 

 Is it grounded in past assets and strengths? 

 Is it desired and needed solution? 

 

There will be more to come on this in the coming weeks and months, as the team continues to evolve and 

clarify the outcomes of the Appreciative Inquiry and create actionable goals that will get us to the Dream 

Statements. 

 

To illustrate the ingenuity and teamwork required to design and deliver the Dream Statement, we engaged 

in a fun ball-delivery exercise by following 3 rules: 1) everyone must touch the ball; 2) any 2 members 

must be separated by a distance of one hand; 3) the ball must not be passed between the members 

immediately to the right or left of each other.   

 

The biggest limitation was our own belief about how the rule had to be interpreted.  Suffice it to say, with 

a little coaching by Rajkumar, we eventually came through on the challenge to deliver the ball from end-

to-end in less than 3 seconds among 20 people! 

 

It is hard not to notice that, throughout the day, in no activity were we left to fend for ourselves - we 

always had the support of one partner, be it as a moral support for those of us who are not keen on public 

speaking, or as an inspiration so that the Presenters can do justice to the projects into which the Expert 

poured their heart and soul, or as an empathetic and un-judgmental listener in the Appreciative Inquiry 

exercise.  

 

It was also a day about defying expectations and realizing we are only limited by our own assumptions, as 

we discovered in our Elevator Pitch challenge, water drop challenge, and the ball delivery challenge.  

 

Speaking of defying expectations to build on future aspirations - babies are the essence of all of our 

precious expectations and aspirations we place on them.  And we ended the day with exactly that – 

"Babies", a lovingly made film about four very different babies on four separate continents, who 

nevertheless keep defying their own expectations and learn to stand on their own feet, and then start 

taking steps toward their future.  

 

  



Ekjut Retreat Day 3 

 

After the morning meditation and journaling, Day 3 started with a game with the ropes.  While some of 

the team got excited remembering the rope-pulling competition from Day 1, the objective for this game 

was very different.  

 

As the entire group, about 25 of us were strung together with a long piece of rope, each of us holding one 

section of the rope in our hands...while blind-folded!  Now the long line of the rope had to somehow turn 

into something meaningful, in this case a letter O.  

 

This was no easy task, as we all randomly faced different directions on the rope.  But with some coaching 

from the "seeing" participants, we managed to form what resembled the letter O, as well as passable letter 

N and G in smaller groups.  

 

After this bit of exercise in the sun, Pryanka and Ramraj picked up where we left off with Rajesh from 

Day 2 on the Jharkhand/Odisha NMR/MMR studies to complete our contemplation of past successes.  

 

Then we began to see the picture of the near future of Ekjut - all the projects in the pipeline, which hold 

diverse possibilities into which the organization grow.  

 

Sanjib presented the scope of Ekjut collaboration with a leading organization known for supporting 

creation of instructional videos on sustainable agriculture with rural communities.  In this project, An 

RCT-style study will be conducted with the control group being the participants with the instructional 

video intervention only, and the experiment being a group with Ekjut sessions with participatory learning 

approach in addition to the instructional video.   

 

The rigor of Ekjut research methodology championed by a senior researcher at University College 

London is what convinced this partner organization to seek out Ekjut.  This is but one example that 

showcases the strength of Ekjut’s track record in foundational research.  Many such projects were in 

collaboration with University College London and have generated evidence-based actions, including the 

pioneering participatory leaning approach (PLA) in promoting public health. 

 

Prabas presented his work with an organization that promotes marketability of fruits and vegetables 

through agricultural packaged products for low income consumers, or the so-called Bottom-of-the-

Pyramid (BoP) consumers.  While this partnership has a retail angle, the focus of Ekjut will remain a 

PLA-based education on nutritional value of fresh foods and diversity of foods. This will ensure that if 

the food producer partnership changes hands in the future, Ekjut's promotion of healthful eating with 

farm-to-plate will stay consistent and durable.  

 

Suchitra presented her work on a collaborative project with a partner whose domain is to improve rural 

livelihood.  The collaboration will help design programs for adolescents while incorporating Ekijut’s PLA 

expertise.  In this project, Ekjut will serve as technical adviser (provides training modules) for PLA-style 

monthly educational sessions.  Among Health and Nutrition outcome objectives are women's health and 

reproductive issues, including access to safe abortion.  

 

Have you wondered what options women laborers who work in Ranchi have if and when they miss the 

last train home?  Now we know.  Pryanka and Ramraj presented their project for building 2 shelters for 

women transit smelters in Ranchi.  While 11 shelters had already existed Ranchi, there was no shelter that 

cater to women.  As a result, these women laborers had no safe place to go and had no choice but to spend 

the night at the platform when they missed the last train home.  Ekjut will run the pilot shelter for 6 



months to 1 year, then transition the knowledge and operation to the government in an effort to ensure 

scalability and continuity.  

 

Rajkumar presented his work on Community Mobilization to improve women, newborn, and adolescent 

health in partnership with Children's Investment Fund.  This will entail PLA work by ASHA for 

mothers/newborn.  The adolescent portion will be a formative study.  The scalability plan is to transition 

to government over the coming years in phases, to extend to all 24 districts by year 5. 

 

Suchitra came back to present the details of the formative Adolescent Health project.  Much of critical 

health decisions for adolescents are driven by others in the family due to social norms, and the 

adolescents are often referred to as the Missing Link in the life cycle.  The goals for this formative 

research include: 

 Reducing early marriage 

 Improving nutritional health 

 Improving mental and maternal health 

 

Hemanta held his own admirably against his more experienced colleagues in his excellent overview of a 

survey in Jharkhand and Odisha, in which Android phones are used for highly automated and efficient 

data collection.  The advantages of this innovation include real-time consumption of the data collected; 

ability to correct any mistakes on the fly to salvage data (whereas previously comparable data would have 

been thrown out); prevention of missed data and errors in data thanks to the logic built into the software; 

elimination of cumbersome paper surveys, which were much harder to update.  These are only a few 

benefits, and there are more to come.  

 

            
 

The view into the future pipeline of projects prompted many thoughts on scalability and sustainability of 

the Ekjut organization itself.  

 

One way to scale the work by Ekjut is to demonstrate one center of excellence, then transition the 

knowledge and the operation to the government or other partner organizations to build and expand on the 

initial success.   

 

One of the critical aspects of sustainability is revenue.  Currently, 3 of the partner projects are revenue-

generating, which means Ekjut will have a revenue source other than grants for better sustainability.  This 

in turn prompted Dr. Prasanta to share his thoughts on approaches to partnerships: organizations with 

which we will collaborate fully; organizations with which we will engage more judiciously; and 

organizations with which we will refrain from any engagement. 



In order for an organization to grow and to have an institutional life of its own, one must think about the 

foundational infrastructure on which to build scalability and sustainability.  

 

So after the happy announcement of the invitation extended to Ekjut to take part on the panel for Lal 

Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration, and words from Balram-Ji (State Advisor to 

Commissioner of Supreme Court who has long supported the passage of Food Security legislation), 

Snehil's afternoon session seemed opportune for the moment.  

 

In the morning session, the game of growing the rope into meaningful letters illustrated a somewhat 

haphazard and trial-and-error nature of growth, which might feel like groping in the dark as we all did in 

the game.  In the afternoon session, building a free-standing tower as high as we can with nothing but dry 

spaghetti and marshmallows was another excellent game illustrating manageable growth – and an 

excellent start to the session with Snehil.  

 

Kudos goes to the team that included Rajesh, Prashanti, Sumit, Sanjib and Vijay, whose spaghetti-and-

marshmallow tower was the only truly free-standing tower while the other towers crumbled to the ground 

in a heap to hilariously lively effect.  

 

      
 

 
 

The teams who participated shared their experience of losing coordination among the team members 

while the chaos ensued as the tower grew in height, and when a spanner was thrown in with the time 

countdown that added to the panic.   



Snehil and those of us who observed noted that there was a lot of creativity, even as every team was 

struggling with how to build the tower upward from different directions in a coordinated fashion.  We 

also noted the importance of design to support the height of the spaghetti tower and the weight of the 

marshmallow from early on.  Nevertheless, everyone who participated very much enjoyed the experience 

of building the tower together.  

 

Now that we got to experience the emotions of growing in different ways through fun, we were ready to 

explore a more systematic and conceptual approach to building an infrastructure for organizational 

growth: roles, accountability, and responsibility.  In other words, components of organization design. 

 

Snehil, as the president of Ekjut who has long watched over the team is in a unique position to share with 

us his thoughts on possible ways to approach and adapt these concepts for Ekjut.  The addendum to Day 3 

notes includes the notes from the interactive session on roles, responsibility, and accountability. 

 

The team will take back the learnings, understand what concepts are already working Ekjut (with or 

without formal process or mechanism), identify the gaps that might exist, and decide as a team how to 

apply the learnings.  

 

The theme for Day 3 seemed to be about growth – be it integration of randomly strung-together 

experiences to grow into something meaningful by trial-and-error; building a tower of knowledge upward 

from a foundation and taking care to coordinate growth from all directions; seeing the future pipelines and 

contemplating what the future growth of Ekjut might entail; and the foundational concepts on which to 

grow an organization successfully. 

 

As the last part of this exercise, each member on the team contributed a single word that describes the 

feelings he or she took away from the session.  Some of the words included: inspired, interesting, proud, 

integrity, excited, energetic, and enthusiastic.  How apt, as we all hope to take this experience from the 

Retreat into Ekjut's future endeavors! 

 

 
 

 

  



Day 3 Addendum: Session Notes on Role, Responsibility, and Accountability (Session Leader: Snehil) 

 

[Role] 

 Simply defined, it is what you do, and carries intent that goes beyond the actual tasks involved in 

the role.  

 More importantly, my purpose of existence in the organization 

 Example:  

 Patrolling maybe a responsibility for someone whose title is a security guard.  

 Ensuring safety and security of the people on the property, however, is the intent behind 

the patrolling, therefore the role of this person.  

 

[Defining Roles] 

 There are 3 possible ways to define roles: 

1. By functions and levels  

2. By development, improvement, and retention.  

3. By nature of your productivity 

 

[Functions and Levels] 

 Example of a role defined by function and level: 

 Function = Finance / Level = Manager 

 Also known as a Pyramid model 

 Base = lots of people 

 Top = fewer people at the top 

 

[Retention, Improvement, Development] 

 See the graph below. 

 As you progress in your role (approaching "top" on the vertical axis), the more your role consist 

of developmental (mentoring others) and less your role consist of retention.   

 The reverse is true when you are at the beginning phase in your role (closer to "frontline").  

 

[Productivity] 

 Output (productivity measured in quantity) 

 Quality  

 Cost 

 Delivery (productivity measured in timeliness) 

 Safety 

 Morality 

 

Having taken in these 3 different ways of defining roles, the team attempted to bring them all together in 

by defining a role of their own choosing.  We all reviewed the definitions that the teams came up with and 

provided feedback on how the teams demonstrated their understanding of what a role is, and how the 

definition might be refined or clarified.  (Note - roles cannot be 100% defined, but 80% can be defined 

while leaving 20% for contingencies.) 

 

These are the roles that the teams felt necessary to define and selected to practice applying the principles: 

 

Prabas / Ramraj - district manager 

Suchitra / Sarfraz - health systems administrator 

Sanjay / Pryanka  - documentation officer 

Swati / Sneha - district manager 



[Accountability] 

 Objective or business result of your role 

 We can understand how the role ties into accountability in the following sentence: "I have done 

my role well if..." 

 Example: Documentation Officer 

 " I have succeeded in my role if the documentation I generated: 

 are comprehensive 

 are usable 

 are timely 

 improves learning  

 improves standardization 

 Accountability is also known as Key Results Areas 

 Key Results Areas (KRA) are measured by Key Performance Indicator (KPI), which has 

a UOM (unit of measure) such as  

 Timeliness - number of days in delay 

 Standardization - number of standards / % of activities standardized 

 

[Review] 

 Have some review process on a regular basis for facilitating knowledge transfer  

 KPI: conduct reviews around some indicators  

 Goal: must have from/to or target 

 Plan:  

 Can use the forum to share knowledge for teams achieving / underachieving 

 Simple, standardized activity to be reflected in a dashboard 

 What are the plans for hitting the target? 

 Is the plan being followed? If not, what stopped you? (Contingencies) 

 Is the plan adequate? (Adjust accordingly) 

 

[Responsibility] 

 Macro activities only I do in order to achieve KRA or KPI or my role 

 "I do" is key – accountability and role can be shared, but responsibility is your own and 

cannot be shared.  

 Examples: 

 Training 

 Effectiveness? Depends on the standard or best known documented practice of doing 

things.  Should contain 5w and 1h. Uniformity in Design / Content / Delivery comprise 

the standard.  

 If the responsibility is standardized, then the learning curve for new members joining the 

organization would be flat.  

 

[Skills and knowledge required in order to follow standard?] 

 Thematic or domain knowledge 

 Presentation skills 

 Process knowledge 

 

[More on Morale] 

 People are usually excited by learning opportunities 

 Role growth opportunity must be there with capability building availability.  

 Know that the lack of formal process doesn't mean that these opportunities don't exist.  

 



[Components of Morale] 

 Acknowledgment: could be as simple as greeting, birthday, etc.  

 Recognition: good work called out and shared slightly formally 

 Celebration: every small success should be celebrated. 

 

 
 

 
  



Ekjut Retreat: Departure Day 

 

We started the last day the same way we started each day of the retreat – a meditative reflection, followed 

by journaling and a forum to share thoughts and listen without judgement. 

 

Soumen wrapped up the project presentation.  We learned about his 2-year longitudinal study, which will 

analyze household expenditure vs. consumption to determine the food security status in rural communities.  

The reported expenditure and food and other consumption will be validated against the survey of the 

merchandise and pricing at local markets where the respondent households would actually purchase the 

items they consume. 

 

Before we left, Vikas led a humorous, yet touching call to thank all who had contributed to supporting 

and organizing the retreat, and there was a hearty round of applause for each one of those who spoke to 

show appreciation and share their experience of the retreat. 

 

Thanks everyone – great job all around to the attentive organizers, the enthusiastic session leaders, and 

the eager participants.  See you at Ekjut Retreat #2! 

 

 
 


